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I

In Which a Party Goes Horribly Amiss

They had promised a party, and that's what it was all about, right?  They were all there to party, Charlotte and the half dozen other girls she'd met in Rome and taken the bus up to L'Aquila with, to throw back some shots and drink a lot of beer and smoke some pot and maybe do some hashish too.  So when some hip-looking young people cruising along in a full-sized bus with the back converted into a camper invited them to come up to a mansion they'd rented in the hills, the consensus was, "Why not?"

L'Aquila wasn't big as far as cities go, regional capital though it was, so it wasn't long before they were winding through sparsely-settled forested foothills on a narrow road, firing up joints and laughing and carrying on.

The sound system was going full blast, and the driver had a penchant for Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin and the Rolling Stones, rough and raunchy and ear-numbing.

Odd though...  The only thing that was disconcerting for Charlotte was the fact that their hosts, raucous and uproarious though they were, perpetual grins pasted on their faces, liberally dishing out the high-quality dope, never smiled with their eyes.  From the nose up they had solemn, serious expressions as if they were contemplating universal entropy or man's inhumanity to man or some such profundity.  In the back of her mind somewhere, Charlotte knew she should be on her guard, but she was stoned enough to stifle and disregard the infinitesimal warning voice squeaking out from somewhere within.

They'd been humming along the twisting and turning road for about forty-five minutes when the driver suddenly announced, "Hold on," and spun off onto a dirt road without slowing down. Then he was forced to brake and crank the bus into a lower gear as it took a series of hairpin turns and finally came to rest in a circular driveway at the door to the edifice.

All around were sharp hills mottled with rocky outcroppings, sage, and scattered groups of trees.

The mansion was immense.  It was at least four stories high, with wings right and left, and gables and balconies and verandas.

"How many rooms does it have?" said Charlotte, almost to herself.

"Around thirty or thirty-five," said the driver, whose name was Keith.  He wore jeans, sandals, and a sleeveless white tee-shirt that exposed the multiple tattoos on his muscled arms.  He had short blonde hair, two or three day's worth of blonde stubble, and a receding hairline.  "We haven't really counted.  I don't think we've even explored them all.  Maybe you could help us."

"I'd love to," said Julie, one of Charlotte's casual acquaintances about whom she knew little other than the fact that despite her petite and slim physique she could smoke like a chimney, drink like a fish, and eat as much as a pro football player.  When Julie put her arm around the waist of the driver and accompanied him to the house, Charlotte indifferently supposed that her sexual appetite matched her other appetites in voracity.

Altogether there were fifteen guests along with the three men and one woman who'd been the original passengers on the bus.  Everyone staggered towards the open door of the mansion.

Charlotte paused, though, to contemplate the bus's exterior.  It had been haphazardly and randomly decorated with brushstrokes of bright colors: orange and red and green and blue and yellow and violet.  But it struck Charlotte that whoever had painted the mess hadn't had a vision for what they were doing.  She'd seen psychedelic buses before, and some were better-painted than others, but this one was by far the worst, as if someone had given brushes and paints to a band of monkeys and turned them loose on the vehicle.

She sighed, and shrugged.  Maybe it was just her.  She'd been wrong before about modern art.  Maybe one of the residents of this humongous edifice was a famous artist who'd spent countless hours planning every minute detail of the bus's exterior.  After all, what the hell did she know?

Everyone else had gone inside and she could hear laughter and music starting up.  She figured more guests must already be there.  Hell, the place could easily fit hundreds of revelers.

Instead of going in and joining in the merriment, she took a narrow track up the hill behind the house to see what she could see.  At the top of the rise were hills and more hills.  It was all wasteland.  Not another house in sight.  Not even an olive grove or a shepherd's shack.

Spacey.  Very spacey.  After all, this is why she had come to Europe: to have some sort of adventure, to be free of her parents, to be free of her studies, to be spontaneous.  Sure, the Bay Area had some things happening, and if she'd come in from outside she probably wouldn't have left.  But for her it was home; her parents had lived there; her memories were there; her thoughts and ambitions, such as they were, had been molded by the environment.  She had had to get out.

And so here she was, atop a breezy hill in the Apennine Mountains, stoned and ready to party.  Or was she?  Stoned she was, no doubt, but ready to party?  That was one of what she considered her personal problems, the things she needed to work on.  She was too reclusive, too much of an introvert.  Like right now, for instance, she had the urge to hike away into the no man's land before her rather than enter the house and indulge in mindless rowdiness.  

She sighed, and reluctantly dragged her feet step by step back down the path.

The music had got louder.  It was Fleetwood Mac playing "Black Magic Woman".  She paused.  She heard a shout, then a scream, then a glass or a bottle broke, and then another.  They were certainly partying it up in there.

If she'd had a ride, she would have returned to L'Aquila, and from thence to Rome, right then.

As it was, she decided to go inside and find some more pot, smoke up, and then hide in a corner as a wallflower until it was time to go.

Nobody was in sight as she entered the small vestibule in which hung umbrellas, raincoats, and jackets, and in the corner of which were walking sticks of various sizes.  Neither did she spy anyone else in the vast entry hall whose ceiling went up several stories, culminating in an intricate chandelier and a stained glass skylight beyond.

Hit with a sudden urge to pee, she made her way up the broad rose-colored ceramic stairs to the second floor.  Trying a door, she came upon an empty bedroom filled with ornate furniture, including a four-poster bed with a canopy of detailed tapestries.  Opening another door on the far side of the bed, she rushed inside, sat down on the potty, and sprayed loudly with relief.

Afterwards, though knowing that she should seek out her hosts and the other guests, she was hit with an uncontrollable urge to explore.  Near the bathroom door was another door, and when she opened it she discovered a walk-in closet.  The clothing hanging on the racks, the luggage and shoes on the floor, and the boxes and hats on the high shelves all appeared dusty and forgotten, as if some past residents had left them there as relics of bygone days.  When she touched the archaic clothes, clouds of dust erupted from them.  The current renters obviously didn't use this storage area.

She wandered to the back of the closet and was surprised to discover that to her left, instead of a wall, was a narrow corridor.  Bare bricks protruded from the wall on either side.  She turned sideways and followed it, careful not to snag her clothes on the corners of the bricks.

Next she came to a narrow room devoid of furniture with small windows set high and stacks of tiles, luggage, and boxes against the walls.

And at the far end was another brick-lined corridor.

With a thrill she realized that she had stumbled upon a secret passageway that ran through the house.  Those who built the place must have had a paranoid streak, or perhaps it was the custom of the architecture of the era.  She wondered if those who were currently renting the place even knew of it.

Not only that, in various points around the edge of the room were cracks through which she could see the room below.  One of the girls she had come with was chugging a drink, and one of the hosts was fondling her breasts.  Another girl was lolling on a couch, almost passed out.

Charlotte hurried down the next corridor and discovered another similar room from which she could see more of the people downstairs.  This was where the music was coming from.  Some clusters of people were staggering about in the semblance of dancing.  Others were smoking a huge pipe loaded with hashish.  Others were rolling on the carpet in a daze.

Charlotte was suddenly greatly relieved that she was not down there among them.  She decided to find her way back out to the front door, hike down to the highway, and hitchhike a ride out of there.  She'd had enough of that party before she even started.

But then abruptly the scene started to change.  The guests who had been dancing keeled over onto the floor.  Only the mansion's residents, two men in khakis and flamboyant shirts and a woman in a long-sleeved full-length deep blue gown, remained standing.

Keith the bus driver entered the room.  "Well, that's it then, isn't it?" he said.  "Come on, let's get them downstairs."

The two men in khakis each stood up a lolling, half-conscious woman and half-supported and half-dragged them out of the room.

Keith picked up the girl who'd been rolling around on the floor.  She was Julie, Charlotte's acquaintance from L'Aquila.

Julie suddenly started as if regaining consciousness and drunkenly pushed Keith away.  "No!" she said, as if in slow motion.  "I don't want to go with you.  Leave me alone."

"Take it easy, woman," said Keith.  "You're just stoned.  Come with me."

"No!" said Julie.  "I want to go home."

The woman with the long dress reached down, pulled a long knife from a sheath strapped around her ankle and, with a slight smile, drove the blade up under Julie's chin to the hilt.  Blood sprayed over the woman's hand and dripped onto the floor.

Charlotte gasped, and covered her mouth with her hands so she wouldn't cry out.

"What the hell did you do that for, Mona?" said Keith.  "We need these alive."  He let go of Julie, who slipped to the floor and lay there in a spreading pool of blood.

Mona said, "One more or less won't make any difference.  And I couldn't help it.  Watching them die isn't the same as doing it yourself.  Don't you feel it?"

"Of course I do," said Keith.  "But you have to look at the big picture.  Hell, you know that."

"I know it," said Mona.  "I won't do it again.  I swear.  At least for now.  But when we're done with the testing, when we get out on the road, we have to make up for it big time."

"I know," said Keith.  "I know.  And we will.  Ain't no one's going to have a magic bus like our magic bus.  We're going to give new meaning to the term.  When we're finished, there won't be a freak left alive between here and Calcutta.  Until then, though, put that damn thing away."

Mona shrugged, leaned over, and wiped her knife on Julie's blouse.  Then she grabbed a babbling, incoherent hashish smoker off the couch, helped him to his feet, and led him away.

Keith looked around.  The few people left in the room appeared to be unconscious.  He grabbed
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